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Perceptions of destinations don’t change much over time 
 
One of the most popular topics in tourism research is destination image. That is, measuring 
consumers’ perceptions of a destination. The importance of the topic is a no brainer given travellers 
are spoilt by choice of destinations, and that the images they hold of a place are as important as the 
tangible tourism features. This is underpinned by the old adage perception is reality, a theory 
promoted by two academics back in 1928 who proposed “what people believe to be true will be real 
in its consequences”. So, every place marketer knows consumer perceptions play a major role in the 
competitiveness of their destination. 
 
Destination image is something I have been interested in since setting up Tourism Rotorua in the late 
1980s and having to deal with the legacy of national media headlines such as “Lake Rotorua is an 
unflushed toilet” and “Death of A tourist town”. It was widely known Rotorua’s image in the minds 
of the trade and the domestic market had been spiralling downwards, and no amount of spin could 
reverse it. The Rotorua District Council realised the destination had taken its star status for granted 
and needed major investments in destination marketing, CBD infrastructure and new product 
development. This experience has shaped my academic work, where I have focused on practical 
challenges faced by destination marketers. In particular I have been interested in measuring how a 
destination’s image might change over time. 
 
During 2000, in conjunction with Professor Chris Ryan of the University of Waikato, I undertook a 
survey of Auckland residents to measure the perceptions of Rotorua as a short break destination, 
relative to competing regions: Bay of Islands, Lake Taupo, Mount Maunganui and Coromandel. I was 
able to present to each of the RTOs how they were positioned in the market that was their main source 
of visitors. In 2014, we had the opportunity to repeat the survey to explore how perceptions might 
have changed over the 14 years. As an aside, I have also surveyed Brisbane residents’ perceptions of 
the Gold Coast, Sunshine Coast, Fraser Coast, Bundaberg Burnett and Northern NSW in 2003, 2007, 
2010 and 2015. 
 
The findings of both projects suggest only minimal changes in consumers’ perceptions of these 
destinations. This highlights how difficult it is for destination marketers to influence the levers of 
consumer decision making and brand choices, even in a large nearby domestic market. Destination 
marketing takes places in a macro-environment with so many external forces DMOs have no control 
over. For example during the period of these research projects the emergence of user-generated 
content on social media has proliferated to the point where the volume now dwarfs the marketing 
communications of destination marketers. 
 
A key success factor in branding is consistency of message over time, which given the politics of 
DMO decision making (a topic not widely reported) is challenging. Attention is in short supply out 
there, and if the brand positioning theme is to stand any chance of gaining traction it needs to be in 
play over the long term, with all marketing communications supporting the theme. The brand 
positioning themes of New York City and Tourism New Zealand are two exemplars in this regard. 
Another project of mine looking at consistency of positioning themes over time shows many places 
around the world falling to the temptation of changing the message. Tourism Australia for example 
has changed its branding at least six times since 100% Pure NZ was launched. During the same period 
all of the RTOs in New Zealand I have monitored have changed their brand positioning theme at least 
once. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
